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INTRODUCTION
In 2011, the University of Wisconsin-Madison (UWMadison) launched the Educational Innovation (EI) initiative
(http://edinnovation.wisc.edu), a coordinated effort to enrich
student learning experiences while expanding capacity and
generating new resources to sustain and enhance the
educational mission of the university. At a large, decentralized
university, this initiative would lead the transition from largely
traditional educational models to incorporate increased active,
blended, and online learning across the curriculum. The initial
stages of this transition were seeded by a competitive, internal
grant process to fund projects that developed frameworks for
educational innovation. In 2012, the Libraries partnered with
the Communication Arts Department on a successful proposal
to develop a fully online version of an introductory speech
course with a substantial, embedded information literacy unit.
This small pilot provided opportunities to partner in curricular
innovation, collaborate fully in the instructional design process,
and explore new models for educational partnerships.

THE OPPORTUNITY: SUMMER ONLINE COURSE
REDESIGN GRANTS
During the first few years of the EI initiative, there was
a focus on expanding capacity by increasing opportunities for
blended and online learning, and by improving year-round
utilization of campus resources. Faculty were invited to submit
proposals for summer online courses that would decrease
bottlenecks for undergraduate students and potentially attract
new students. Since UW-Madison offered few online courses,
summer session presented a more manageable space for
capacity-building and experimentation. Summer term courses
needed to offer equivalent educational experiences in a greatly
condensed time frame, so course development teams would
need to develop innovative strategies for achieving learning
outcomes. Since the launch of the EI initiative, the number of
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online summer courses has steadily grown as have the number
of students enrolled in online courses overall.
The Libraries were committed to participating in EI
not just as a supporting player but as a partner in innovation.
The Director of Teaching and Learning Programs for the
Libraries and the Director of General Education discussed
jointly proposing an online, summer communication course.
Due to their writing-intensive nature, communication courses
had rarely been taught during summer session and formal
requirements such as student speeches would pose technical
and logistical challenges for an online course. But summer
online general education offerings could increase students’
flexibility in planning their course schedules, easing
bottlenecks that slow students’ progress into their majors. An
emerging goal of EI was to implement “pervasive active
learning” (University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2012); successes
bringing research, writing and speaking activities online could
model effective active learning strategies for online courses
across the curriculum. The Director of General Education
offered her support for proposing pilot summer online sections
of a general education Communication A (Comm A) course.
For the Libraries, the proposal would leverage an
existing strength – the integration of information literacy into
the general education curriculum – to demonstrate the value of
the library to educational innovation. When UW-Madison’s
general education requirements were established in 1995,
librarians and faculty designed Comm A to meet three essential
learning
outcomes:
written
communication,
oral
communication, and information literacy. Since that time,
librarians have worked closely with course instructors to
incorporate a required information literacy unit into all sections
of the course, reaching nearly 75% of incoming students,
approximately 4000 students every year. For over a decade, this
has been achieved through a blended course design: students
complete an interactive online tutorial, CLUE, before attending
a librarian-led, in-person session designed around a series of
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active learning activities. The information literacy unit is
embedded into research assignments in each of five large
courses. In addition to developing capacity for EI, librarians
hoped the pilot would generate improvements that would
improve all sections of Comm A, regardless of term or format.
The Libraries partnered with the Communication Arts
Department, General Education and College of Letters &
Sciences Learning Support Services (LSS) on the EI-funded
redesign of a few sections of Communication Arts 100 (CA
100),
Introduction
to
Speech
Composition
(https://commarts.wisc.edu/courses/ca100) for the online,
summer term. Over the course of the year and in all formats,
CA 100 has ninety sections of thirteen students each. The pilot
sections would be developed, sustained and hopefully scaled
within the established structures of the course, Comm A, and
general education. No one knew whether the course would be
popular, but it was hoped that the impact of the redesign could
be expanded by eventually offering online sections in
subsequent summers or during the academic year. Eventually,
other communication-intensive courses could adapt elements of
the redesign to offer their own online courses.
EI initially funded the following for the pilot:
•

salary for a lead faculty member to design online
learning activities and content

•

salary for a teaching assistant to teach pilot sections of
the course in Summer 2014 and Spring 2015

•

salary for a resident librarian to design learning
activities and integrate them into the online course,
developing an information literacy unit parallel to the
one integrated into traditional Comm A courses

•

funding for instructional designers to manage the
project, facilitate the course redesign and assist library
staff with learning technology planning for the course

After the Summer 2014 pilot, both Communication Arts and the
Libraries would sustain their work on the course – teaching and
design – as part of regular operations.
The course design team convened in May 2013
included the faculty associate director of CA 100, two
instructional designers and three librarians. Through the pilot,
the Libraries sought to build capacity and skills within the
organization, establish models for funding librarian’s
instructional design work and promote librarian participation in
future EI projects.

COLLABORATIVE INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGN

was important to maintain this commitment to active learning
in the online course.
To assure that online courses would retain hallmarks
of effective education, a campus-wide planning committee
developed processes that assured that design teams would focus
on pedagogy first, before selecting specific instructional
technologies. The centerpiece of this approach is backward
design. Developed by Wiggins and McTighe (2006), backward
design provides a shared framework for design conversations.
When designing a course or unit backwards, instructors first
identify desired learning goals, then determine acceptable
evidence of student attainment of those learning goals, and
finally, plan the learning experiences or instructional activities.
To keep the focus on learners and assure a variety of
interactions, activities are classified as things that students will
read, view, or do. Only after completing a course map framed
around the backward design process does the team decide on
the instructional technologies that will best facilitate the
students’ learning.
Course-level learning outcomes for Comm A are
outlined in the general education requirements. Updated
learning outcomes for the course framed around enduring ideas
related to information literacy were approved by campus
governance committees in 2012. As part of ongoing
instructional design cycles, librarians also articulated more
specific learning objectives for the information literacy unit.
All of these documents were reviewed as a starting point for the
backward design of the online information literacy unit. The
table below is an example from the course map, detailing the
backward design process for curriculum on evaluating scholarly
articles.

QUALITY MATTERS
As EI rapidly expanded UW-Madison’s capacity to
provide quality blended and online learning experiences,
librarians collaborated in the planning of workflows to support,
develop and evaluate new courses and programs. The lack of
existing infrastructure presented many challenges, but also
opportunities to leverage established standards, primarily the
proprietary
Quality
Matters
(QM)
framework
(http://www.qualitymatters.org).
QM is a concise set of standards for the instructional
design of online and blended courses. Many factors affect the
success of an online course: course design, delivery, and
content; technology, support services and institutional
infrastructure; and the preparation of learners, instructors, and
staff. QM is a comprehensive rubric for course design,
enumerating criteria and quality indicators synthesized from
instructional design practices and the research literature.

In the summer of 2013, librarians began work on the
online information literacy unit. The challenge was to develop
an online unit customized to the design of the new online
sections and parallel to the information literacy unit of Comm
A. The traditional unit incorporates active learning strategies to
engage students with the content, and given the goals of EI, it
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Table 1: Course Map for Evaluation Learning
Outcome
Course
Learning
Outcomes

Information
Literacy Unit
Learning
Goals

Evaluate
information
retrieved and
select
information
sources
appropriate
to the
particular
research
need

Describe the
characteristics
of a scholarly
journal article

Apply
characteristics
of scholarly
articles to select
sources
appropriate to a
particular
research need

Evidence

Activities
(Read, View,
and/or Do)

Students can
evaluate
both Popular
and
Scholarly
Articles via
a Librarianmoderated
discussion
board

View:
“Scholarly
Articles” MiniLecture

Students can
identify
scholarly
articles
relevant to
their speech
topics

Do: Quiz to
identify
Scholarly
Articles from
citations and
abstracts

Do: Compare
the two articles
linked on the
discussion
board.

Do: Find one
scholarly
article on your
topic and post
the citation on
the discussion
board.

Institutional subscribers to QM can participate in a
formal peer review process that certifies the quality of online
courses. Like many institutions, UW-Madison uses QM more
as a checklist to assure that online courses adhere to standards.
Making the QM checklist a condition for EI funding creates a
more collegial dynamic where members of the course
development team work together to meet research-based
standards, rather than a dynamic where instructional designers
articulate and enforce design standards.
Within a design team encompassing varied levels of
training and prior experiences with instructional design, QM
standards created a common language to guide collaboration
and keep efforts focused on student learning. Six standards,
substandards, and examples address every element of course
design, but backward design is at the heart of QM:
Unique to the Rubric is the concept of alignment. This
occurs when critical course components - Learning
Objectives (2), Assessment and Measurement (3),
Instructional Materials (4), Course Activities and
Learner Interaction (5), and Course Technology (6) work together to ensure students achieve desired
learning outcomes. (Quality Matters, 2014)
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QM was useful in framing conversations among team
members with different backgrounds and provided a rigorous
framework that allowed UW-Madison to ramp up blended and
online course offerings quickly.
Using QM as a single, authoritative standard for
course design can be problematic. The greatest proponents of
QM are often instructional designers who are persuading
faculty to adhere to instructional design best practices. QM also
provides opportunities for librarians to insert their expertise, but
librarians and other members of the instructional team – writing
consultants, teaching assistants, peer tutors, advisors – are not
mentioned explicitly. While QM was useful, a framework that
included more perspectives on quality would have been even
better. QM’s rigid intellectual property restrictions also seem
out of alignment with the culture of sharing around good
educational practices. Most advantages of QM could be
achieved by a brief checklist of elements related to backward
design and student support. The library profession should seek
participation in the development of open standards for course
design that value librarian roles, information literacy, and
research-based learning.

COLLABORATIVE DESIGN FOR COURSE
INTEGRATION
Collaborating with the faculty member and
instructional designers from the beginning helped librarians
create an online information literacy unit that fit seamlessly into
the course as a whole. This began with a holistic backward
design process, but also by agreeing to the same wayfinding
strategies, pacing, and technologies in every unit of the course.
Students completed each week’s unit asynchronously, meeting
multiple deadlines throughout the week, with parallel readings,
mini-lectures, reading/lecture quizzes, writing-intensive
discussion boards, and assessments. Librarians mirrored this
design in the information literacy unit, which took place in a
single week due to the condensed schedule of the course.
It was important that the information literacy unit
conform to similar patterns. These expectations narrowed
design choices, but also helped in managing expectations for
librarians involved in course delivery. Librarians’ facilitation
role would be limited to a single week, although librarians
would be available to consult with individual students
throughout the course. The focus would be on students’
application of information literacy skills: completing the CLUE
tutorial, creating substantive discussion posts, creating an
annotated bibliography of sources for the informative speech
and responding to instructor feedback to refine sources for the
informative speech. Students would also conduct research for a
persuasive speech later in the course in order to integrate and
demonstrate their learning.

EXPLORING NEW EDUCATIONAL PARTNERSHIPS
The Libraries sought to benefit from instructional
designers’ expertise by developing new skills that could be
applied to other projects. Librarians broadened their toolkit of
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instructional design strategies, for example, developing visual
maps of students’ learning and using wayfinding strategies to
guide students through learning activities. The Libraries drafted
a supplemental agreement with LSS to explore broader
innovations to the Comm A information literacy unit. As a
result, the team: 1) overhauled an online worksheet that guides
students through the research process, improving design,
functionality, and reporting functions to facilitate direct
assessments of student learning, 2) consulted with a
videographer to incorporate student voices into the CLUE
modules, and 3) explored strategies to overhaul CLUE to
incorporate active learning strategies.
The summer online course design pilot furthered the
Libraries’ capacity to make important contributions to
Educational Innovation initiatives and demonstrated the value
of librarians’ contributions to this work. Working with faculty
and instructional designers to develop a course that conformed
to QM Standards, librarians improved their ability to secure
funding, evaluate resource commitments, collaborate in
effective teams, and scale up e-learning capacity. These project
outcomes prepared librarians to develop subsequent
educational innovation projects, for example redesigning the
CLUE tutorial, securing seed funding for an E-Learning
Librarian position, collaborating in the design of large courses,
and securing a role in a campus project to expand active
learning into large, high-impact courses. Reenvisioning the
Libraries’ educational mission in the context of a major campus
initiative improved the alignment of the Libraries’ work with
the changing educational mission of the university.
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